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Reviewed by Andrew H. Hedges

At first glance, the scene seems strangely incongruous:
Brigham Young University's Religious Studies Center publishing
a book that several generations of church crit ics have fin gered as
the true sou rce of in spiration-rather than go ld plates and the
Urim and Thummim- for the Book of Mormon. The incongruity
appears even more pronounced in li ght of the fact that, as the present ed ition's preface informs us, the book has not been republished since 1825, and copies are hard to come by. Why, one
might legitimately ask, put what has been such a fru itful source o f
attack against the church back on the shelves now, just when it is
on the verge of crumbling to dust? Is there a real need for a new
printing of View of the Hebrews?
Indeed there is. One need only spend an afternoon reading
through the most recent crop of books and essays dedicated to
expla ining away Jose ph Smith and the church he restored as mere
products of the nineteenth century to rea lize that the need for accessible copies of Eth an Smith's View of the Hebrews has perhaps
never been greater than at present. An afternoon thus spent would
reveal the unfortunate fact that the increasing unavailability of this
book has not been malched by an increasing scarcity of authors
claiming that Joseph Sm ith borrowed, to one degree or another,
from Ethan Smith's work when he "w rote" the Book of Mormon. Indeed, it is apparent from Charles D. Tate 1r.'s introduction
to th is new edition that the number of authors mak.ing this claim
has been steadil y increasing since I. Woodbridge Riley first propounded il in 1903 (p. ix). Given the 1825 edition 's relative rarity, however, very few scholars-let alone laymen-who have
wanted to compare the two books for themselves have had the opporlunity to sit down with a complete, readable copy of Ethan
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Smith's work. Hence the present edition: the chance for anyone
who is interested to decide for him- or herself "whether the claim
that [View of the Hebrews] is a source of the Book of Mormon can
be substantiated" (p. vii).
This effort on the part of the Religious Studies Center to bring
its readers face to face with one of the "opposition's" chief
sources represents a significant departure from the accustomed
practice of some presses devoted to defending the rise and progress of the Latter-day Saint Church. This is nol to suggest, however, that the end product is any less valuable for the student of
the restoration than a more traditional type of book- indeed,
those who take the time to read Ethan Smith's oft-cited but rarely
seen opus and compare it with the Book of Mormon will find the
experience to be wonderfully faith promoting. This is because the
further one reads ill View of the Hebrews. the clearer it becomes
that the Book of Mormon did not-indeed, could not-have its
origin in it.
Allow me to explain. The tradition in which Ethan Smith wa"
writing was a long and venerable one-as Richard Bushman has
reminded us, English scholars were identifying the American aborigines with Jews as early as the sixteenth century. I The idea
reached American shores in the mid-I640s when John Eliot, the
famous Puritan "Apostle to the Indians"; Daniel Gookin. the
Massachusetts Bay Colony's Indian Superintendent; and other
Puritan divines found the similarities between the Algonquin culture and ancient Israelite practices so compelling that they modified the then popular view-which held that the Indians were
gentile "Tartars" from Asia-to suggest that, at the very least, th e
Indians were descendants of Hebrews who had made their way to
America via a land bridge from Asia and were quite likely descendants of the lost tribes who had come the same route. 2
Richard L. Bushman, Joseph Smilh and the Beginnings of Morm onism
(Urbana: UniversilY of l!1inois Press, 1988). 136.
2
Daniel Gookin. Historical Collections of the Indians in New Ellgland
(1674J. in Collec/ions of the Massacl!usells His/orical Society. lSI seT.. 1
(BoslOn: Belknap and Hall. 1792) . 145-6; Edwanl Winslow, The Gloriolls
Progress of Ihe Gospel amongst the Indians of New England (London. 1649). i n
Colleclions of the Massachuselts HiSlorical Society. 3rd ser., 4 (1834). 72- 4.
93-5; Henry Whitfield, "The Light Appearing More and More towards the Perfect
Day; or. A Farther Discovery of the Presenl Stale of the Indians in New-Engtimd.
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Subsequent generations discussed and promoted tbe idea until
1775, when James Adair fully developed it in his History of the
American Indians .3 Ethan Smith's View of the Hebrews was just
one of several books and pamphlets written on the topic in both
England and America follow ing the publication of Adair's book ,
all of which echoed th e earlier Puritan contention that the Indians
were unchurched desce ndants of the lost tribes who had come to
America from Asia via a land bridge or, at most, " by canoes, or
other craft " (p. 84) across the Bering Straits.4
A close reading of View of the Hebrews suggests that, while
some aspects of this reconstruction could be debated, it is generally so complex as to be quite inflexi ble, based as it is on a relati vely conservati ve read ing of the biblical text and a number of
su ppositions so interdependent that if one should prove fal se,
the whole model would co llapse . Any modificat ions would have
to be relatively small and insignificant, which explains why the
basic outlines of the model remained virtually unchanged over
the course of two ce nturies' worth of discussion. For example,
churchmen over the cen turies could (and did) debate how much
of the Mosaic law the Indian s as the lost tribes had retained after
arriving in America. They cou ld do thi s because such debates did
not alter in the least the basic structure of the paradigm. which
posited a pre-Christian migration of Israelites who had some
knowledge of Old Testame nt practices. The churchmen did not,
however. at any time debate the poss ibility that the Indians' ancestors knew of Chri st'S birth before the event, had engaged in
such New Testament practices as bapt ism in Old Testament times.
and had been visited by Ch rist after his resurrection. This was because the mere suggestion of these things would have done violence to their understanding of the Bible. contemporary ev idence
rrom Indian cu ltures lhemselves, and ot her parts of the model. For
such a suggest ion to be true in the context of early America's understanding or the Bible, for example, the Indians' ancestors
would have to have been believing Christians who left the Old
concerning the Progresse of the Gospel amongs t Them·· (London, 1651), in
ColleCliolls of Ihe MassacJwse/lS HislOrical Sodety, 3rd ser., 4 (1834), 119-20.
3
Bushman, Joseph Smilh. 134.
4
For :l discussion about the identification of the Native Americans with
the Jews, see Bushman, Joseph SlIIilll. 136-8.
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World after the time of Christ, since early American sc holarsh ip
emphatically held that the ancient Israelites co mpletely mi sunderstood their own messianic prophecies and that ord inances like
baptism had not been practiced in Old Testament times. S Th is reconstruction would have nown in the face of all existi ng anth ropological evidence. however-none of the practices in the native
cultures studied resembled New Testament practices-and, un like
the lost tribes thesis, had no basis in sc ripture. Given the parameters in which they had to work. the suggestion that the Indians'
ancestors engaged in New Testament practices would have created
rather than solved proble ms and would have requi red an e nti rely
new reconstruction of e ve nts-based on a new reading of the text
and other evidence-to be taken seriously. In short , keeping with
our example, either the suggest ion that the Ind ians' ancestors
practiced baptism or the model proposed by Ada ir, Smith , a nd
others would have to be false; they could not both be true, norand this is important---could the forme r be considered a n
unimportant, inconsequenti al, and perfecliy logical modificati on
of the latter.
The Book of Mormon, of course, makes prec isely this claim
about bapti sm, along with several others that likewi se cannot be
reconciled with the nineteenth-century model e xpl ainin g India n
origins. Thus it was that the further I read in View of the Hebrews.
the greater the distance between it and the Book of M ormon appeared. Superficially, of course, the two resemble each other, a nd
it was easy to see how someone with an ax to grind against the
LOS Church could. with a little creative negli gence, make a case
against the Book of Mormon. But as I came to understand the
co mplex ity and inflexibility of Smith 's model, it became in creasingly clear to me that the Book of Mormon's teachings con cerning Indian origins and destinies were someth ing entire ly new
on the American scene and represented far more than me re
5 Thus it was that Alexander Campbell, Joseph Smith's famous contempora ry. ridiculed the Book of Mormon for suggesting that "the Nephites
prcaching bapti sm and o ther
for many generations were good c hris tians
christian usages hundreds of years before Jesus Christ was born!" See AleX;3nder
Campbell. Delusions: An Analysis of the Book of Morman: with an
Examinalion of l IS Internal (JIJ(} External Evidences, and a Re/ulolion of lIS
Pretences 10 Divine AUlhority (Boston: Greene, 1832),7.
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modifications of the existing explanation. They were, to borrow a
phrase, a "strange thing in the land" in every respect.
In republishing View of the Hebrews. the Religious Studies
Center has provided valuable aids for anyone wishing to pursue
this question further. Charles D. Tate 1r.'s introduction. wherein
he traces the development of the debate surrounding Joseph
Smith's alleged borrowing from View of the Hebrews. is a masterpiece in historiography and deftly introduces the reader to all that
Joseph's critics and defenders have written on this topic over the
years. The scripture index is equally valuable; not only does it
facilitatc an understanding of the scriptural basis for Ethan
Smith's arguments, it also makes it much easier to compare
scriptures used in the Book of Mormon with those employed by
Ethan Smith. For those wishing to learn more about Ethan Smith
himself and his ideas, the Religious Studies Center has also included a complete list of his publications in this edition. And finally, the center's willingness to publish his work in toto, including the contemporary "testimo nials in favour of this work"
that Smith appended to hi s book, renders us a great service. While
some of what Ethan Smith included in his 1825 edition-such
as these "testimonials"-may not seem immed iately pertinent to
Latter-day Saint Church hi story , all of it forms a part of the cultural context into which Mormonism was introduced. This context,
for which sources can be dirficuh to obtain. is not well understood
genera ll y, and anything that can shed further light on it will help
us better appreciate the challenges faced by the early church, its
distinctiveness, and the importancc of its doctrines.
I hope that the Religious Studies Center and other presses will
publish more books of this nature . If they do, I have only two
suggest ions they might consider, based on my reading of View of
the Hebrewl'. First, I found the absence of a subject index in this
book rather frustrating. The problem was not as bad as it might
have been: Ethan Smith's table of contents is very well organized
and thorough and identifies the various topics he addresses in
enough detail that I cou ld generall y find at least one reference 10
what I was looking for. It is, nevertheless, no substitute for a good
index. one which can quickly direct the reader to all the references
a book may contain on any given topic or related topics. This is
especia lly true of a book like this, in which the arguments are
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sophisticated and involved and a variety of related issues are
discussed; more likely than not the book will be used by
speciali sts seeking insights into very specifi c questions.
Second, I was somewhat frustrated by the fact that this edit ion
is paginated differently from Smith's original 1825 edition, and
that no attempt was made to key the original pagination into this
volume. This presented no small problem when I tried to look up
references cited by various authors who were using Smith's ori ginal 1825 edition as their sou rce, for the topics addressed on the
pages to which they referred me are different in the Religiolls
Studies Center's edition than in the 1825 edi ti on. This made it
virtually impossible for me in a reasonable amount of lime to verify the accuracy and context of the quotes these authors used and
hinde red my efforts to evaluate the validity of their claims. Thi s
problem is easily avoided; even if printing constraints require the
pagination of a new edition to be diffe rent from that of the old ,
one can indicate the original pagination by placing the appropriate page numbers in brackets in the tex t of the new ed iti on.
Should the Religiou s Studies Center publ ish more such historical
sources, a little exira effort on its part in thi s regard would pay
great dividends for the researcher.
These two suggestions aside, I can onl y applaud the Relig ious
Studies Center's willingness to publish View of the Hebrews. Not
only has it made available an important primary source for those
studyin g early Mormoni sm and its detractors, th e center has, by
publishing this book, demonstrated confidence in Joseph Smith's
calling and mission as the prophet of the restoration, as well as in
the divine origin of the Book of Mormon.

